Latinized Black by King-Aribisala, Karen
Kunapipi 




Follow this and additional works at: https://ro.uow.edu.au/kunapipi 
 Part of the Arts and Humanities Commons 
Recommended Citation 
King-Aribisala, Karen, Latinized Black, Kunapipi, 16(3), 1994. 
Available at:https://ro.uow.edu.au/kunapipi/vol16/iss3/4 
Research Online is the open access institutional repository for the University of Wollongong. For further information 
contact the UOW Library: research-pubs@uow.edu.au 
Latinized Black 
Abstract 
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Latinized Black 
I was new. I was black in a white school in a white country. The only 
black. Unique. I was filled with Enid-Blyton-boarding-school-expectations. 
Life would be dorm feasts at midnight. I would save the school hockey 
team from ruin at a choice moment. I would win the deportment badge 
and I would, I would .... 
It was Miss Twist, the house mistress. 
'Candace, isn't it? This is your head of house, and here is someone to 
show you the ropes. I'm sure you'll enjoy being a member of St. Hilda's 
house. We've won the lacrosse cup three times in a row, and well, I expect 
you'll find out everything soon enough. I always admire you people. Such 
lovely skin and such white teeth. Like dusky queens from Africa I always 
think.' 
'Actually I'm from Guyana.' 
'Excellent, excellent. I don't think I've heard of that part of Africa before.' 
'Well, actually, Guyana is in South America.' 
'Excellent dear. I'll hand you over to Lillian who'll tell you all you need 
to know.' 
She busied out of the hall. 
'Spect you're a bit nervous,' Lillian said. 'Don't be. Twist's an idiot, and 
wait till you see the other house mistress Gramley. She's a real cow.' 
She chattered on. 
Gramley's a case for the crown. God, some people's faces ... She's really 
clever though. Well, on occasions. Apparently when she was in her teens 
she did all her 'A' levels in the French language just for the hell of it.' 
I made appropriate noises. 
'Oh, don't be taken in by that,' continued Lillian. 
'She failed all of them. Not such a bad sort though, on the whole.' 
Lillian became briskly efficient. 'I see you haven't got all of our uniform 
yet. The shops which are supposed to supply them are always short of 
one thing or another. Not to worry.' 
It was true, but with the exception of my hat, I'd managed to obtain 
most of the alarming amount of clothing required both for summer and 
winter. There were suits and gloves and indoor shoes and outdoor shoes 
and wellies and plimsolls and hockey boots; my raincoat, my cape, my 
afternoon dresses, regulation panties, regulation swimsuit and so on. I had 
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become one of the uniformed hordes of boarding schools and I was 
thrilled by the idea of it all. 
First of all Lillian took me for my medical. Blacks are usually healthy 
except when they're not, the doctor opined, and I belonged to the former 
category. I was able to skip the urine test as a result of this observation. 
He thought I wouldn't need to see a dentist either, on account of the 
strong white teeth of the Negro. 
Lillian commented. 'I say, you're getting through all of this routine 
pretty quickly.' 
Next came the bug combing. To check for lice. There was already a long 
queue of girls waiting patiently for their hair to be combed through. 
Matron fatly sat on a chair and combed the hair of girl after girl. After 
each combing she'd dip the comb in a bowl of warm water and then go 
on to the next girl. Blondes, brunettes, redheads, the mousy-haired, 
walked silently on, like convicts being deloused. 
My Afro hair turn came. Matron blanched. The comb quivered with 
indecision. 
'Well, dear, I'm sure there's no need for you to undergo this. Lovely 
hair. I can see you don't have any lice. Next girl please.' 
'Lillian was awestruck. I bore a charmed life, it seemed. 
As the term wore on, I fell into the swing of things. Classes came and 
went. The worst was Latin. The language is too logical, it has no passion. 
It's boring. 'No wonder it's dead,' was my whispered comment to Lillian, 
who had remained my staunch guide and companion in boarding-school 
land. But the Latin mistress had seen me whispering. She closed her eyes 
for a moment. Then she pounced. I had to read the speech: 
Miseri ... Quae insania vos habet? Videtis dolum non donum Graecorum ... Quid ignorat 
Ulixem? Aut Graeco in hoc ligneo latent... 
Or something stupid like that about the Greeks bearing false gifts. You 
know. That story about the horse being shoved into old Troy as a gift 
from the Greeks. But it was a wooden horse and inside were soldiers. 
Really stupid story. The Trojans must have been thick. I mean who'd give 
their best friend a wooden horse as a gift, let alone their enemy? 
Oh, she was crafty. The Latin mistress was irritated by my rendering of 
the sacred lines. She'd get me yet. I could see her thinking up something 
horrible for me for daring to speak during her lesson. 
She re-opened the text-book and turned several pages. She again called 
on me to turn to page two hundred and eight, and, oh boy, talk about the 
Greeks bearing gifts. 
I had to decline the word 'niger meaning black. Niger, nigris ... Oh what 
the hell!! So many variations of black. I could feel my black skin sweating. 
And it wasn't even summer. Each syllable sounding like a fist in my face. 
I finished the recitation and Calibanned out of the room. 
Latinized Black 
'Come back here this minute, Candace Caine.' 
'No, I will not. You did it on purpose.' 
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The sobs welled, but I would not, could not, must not, will not cry. 
'Listen Madam, I'm proud to be black. And I resent what you're trying 
to do. And, in any case, your lesson is unspeakably boring and dull, and 
I hate Latin, besides, and I hate this God-damned white country, and who 
do you think you are anyway?' 
Did Caliban sound dignified when he gave Miranda and Prospero what 
for? I was the instant heroine of the Latin hour. 
'Oh, jolly good!' 
'Well done, Candace!' 
'You really told her off proper.' 
'She's a cow. And Latin is the most boring subject on earth.' 
I received the praise like one of those dusky queens from Africa. I had 
earned it. Two hours later, as I put my coat and outdoor shoes on to go 
to the chapel, my black heart pounded and bounced about within me like 
a bony skull, dangling from a spinal column. I thought it would break. 
Strange that the deadness of a language could so quicken the emotions. 
Perhaps the language wasn' t so dead after all. 
We made a crocodile, winding our way through the village to the chapel. 
Lillian was my partner. Everyone was in uniform of course, and we 
looked rather smart in our togs, I must say. I was sorry I hadn't gotten my 
hat though like the others. But the shop had promised to send it to me by 
the following Tuesday. We reached the zebra crossing and waited for the 
traffic to stop. Lillian, of all people, took the opportunity to crack a racial 
joke: 
'There was this wog see, who was walking over a zebra crossing 
muttering something under his breath. Guess what it was?' 
In spite of myself I was curious. 
'Well, what?' 
'He was saying ... now you see me ... now you don't...' 
I stared at her hard, attempting what they call in books, a 'steely glance'. 
But the joke passed through the croc and all the uniforms were soon 
giggling and rippling down the line. 
A villager, a mother and her toddler, had also stopped at the same time 
as us. There was no mistake about it. They were staring at me. I stared 
back. The mother, embarrassed, tried to draw the little girl's attention 
away from me. The single dark spot on the crocodile. 
'Elspeth, darling,' she crooned, 'have a biscuit.' 
Elspeth was no glutton. She persisted in her staring. 
'Mummy look. Look at that girl.' Mummy was frantic now, attempted 
to hold Elspeth away from me. Elspeth began stomping her tiny feet in a 
passion. 'Mummy, mummy, look at that girl.' 
Mummy at last had to give in. Mother and daughter looked at me. Then 
the little girl with the tiniest finger in the world pointed and shouted with 
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the same conviction as that Greek chap who was in the bath tub and 
discovered volume or something and shouted 'Eureka!' or even with the 
sort of horrified fascination those stupid Trojans must have felt when they 
saw the Greeks popping out of the wooden horse. 
'Look mummy!' she said pointing at me, 'She hasn' t got a hat.' 
